
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Last Sunday after Epiphany

Year A

RCL

Exodus 24:12-18
Psalm 99
Matthew 17:1-9

O God, who before the passion of your only begotten 

Son revealed his glory upon the holy mountain: Grant 

to us that we, beholding by faith the light of his counte-

nance, may be strengthened to bear our cross, and be 

changed into his likeness from glory to glory; through 

Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you 

and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.
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Exodus 24:12-18

The LORD said to Moses, “Come up to me on the 

mountain, and wait there; and I will give you the tablets

of stone, with the law and the commandment, which I 

have written for their instruction.” So Moses set out 

with his assistant Joshua, and Moses went up into the 

mountain of God. To the elders he had said, “Wait here 

for us, until we come to you again; for Aaron and Hur 

are with you; whoever has a dispute may go to them.”

Then Moses went up on the mountain, and the cloud 

covered the mountain. The glory of the LORD settled 

on Mount Sinai, and the cloud covered it for six days; 

on the seventh day he called to Moses out of the cloud. 

Now the appearance of the glory of the LORD was like 

a devouring fire on the top of the mountain in the sight 

of the people of Israel. Moses entered the cloud, and 
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went up on the mountain. Moses was on the mountain 

for forty days and forty nights.
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Psalm 99 Page 728, BCP

Dominus regnavit

1 The LORD is King;
let the people tremble; 
he is enthroned upon the cherubim;
let the earth shake.

2 The LORD is great in Zion; 
he is high above all peoples.

3 Let them confess his Name, which is great and awesome; 
he is the Holy One.

4 “O mighty King, lover of justice,
you have established equity; 
you have executed justice and righteousness in Jacob.”

5 Proclaim the greatness of the LORD our God
and fall down before his footstool; 
he is the Holy One.

6 Moses and Aaron among his priests,
and Samuel among those who call upon his Name, 
they called upon the LORD, and he answered them.

7 He spoke to them out of the pillar of cloud; 
they kept his testimonies and the decree that he gave them.

8 O LORD our God, you answered them indeed; 
you were a God who forgave them,
yet punished them for their evil deeds.

9 Proclaim the greatness of the LORD our God
and worship him upon his holy hill; 
for the LORD our God is the Holy One.
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Matthew 17:1-9

Six days after Peter had acknowledged Jesus as the 

Christ, the Son of the Living God, Jesus took with him 

Peter and James and his brother John and led them up a 

high mountain, by themselves. And he was transfigured 

before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his 

clothes became dazzling white. Suddenly there ap-

peared to them Moses and Elijah, talking with him. 

Then Peter said to Jesus, “Lord, it is good for us to be 

here; if you wish, I will make three dwellings here, one 

for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” While he 

was still speaking, suddenly a bright cloud overshad-

owed them, and from the cloud a voice said, “This is 

my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen

to him!” When the disciples heard this, they fell to the 

ground and were overcome by fear. But Jesus came and 
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touched them, saying, “Get up and do not be afraid.” 

And when they looked up, they saw no one except Jesus

himself alone.

As they were coming down the mountain, Jesus or-

dered them, “Tell no one about the vision until after the 

Son of Man has been raised from the dead.”
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SERMON

This is the last Sunday before Lent, and I’m going

to stretch you a little. Lent is the time in the church year

for reflection, confession and repentance and if we are

to do it honestly, we have to enter into it with an aware-

ness  of  our  limitations.  Christianity  tells  people  that

there is a good to which one can aspire beyond your

own conception of good. Although human limitations

will prevent you from reaching it, acknowledging it is,

nevertheless, of central importance for God’s creation is

not random. You have a place within it and a task to ful-

fill. In pursuit of this task, God is like a running coach

who hears  you say “I’m running as fast  as I  can,  so

that’s good enough” and replies, “You can do so much

more! I have great plans for you!”

So, I’m going to stretch you a little this Sunday. I

want to talk about our limitations and the myths we tell
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ourselves to avoid facing up to them.  In the book of

Revelation  we meet the Four  Horsemen of the Apoca-

lypse, symbolizing Conquest, War, Famine, and Death.

The four horsemen we will talk about today,  the Four

Horsemen of Lent, are just as destructive of our proper

relationship with God,  though much less visible.  They

live within us, and to face up to them, we must look in-

wardly for confession without introspection does no one

any good.  The Four Horsemen are the myths we tell

ourselves to hide our limitations from ourselves.

The first of these horsemen is the myth we tell our-

selves of our own innate righteousness. Yes, we’re gen-

erally nice people. No, we’re not righteous people. The

myth of one’s own righteousness is the assurance with

which people outside the church comfort themselves –

that there is no higher authority than their own sense of

right and wrong. This is not only false, it’s illogical. If
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the only measure of morality which I will acknowledge

is my own sense of right and wrong and the only mea-

sure you will acknowledge is your own sense of right

and wrong then there is no right and wrong – there are

only  personal  preferences.  This  is  precisely  the  myth

that fuels the Jihadists in the Middle East who believe

they are defending their absolute good from the abso-

lute evil of the west. What they are really doing is de-

fending their own personal preferences and that is quite

another thing. 

The fox in the henhouse with this approach is that

the capacity of the human mind to construct good rea-

sons to do bad things is limitless, the more so if you can

convince yourself that your personal preferences repre-

sent the forces of good and your brother represents con-

summate  evil.  The  people  of  Vietnam who were  fire

bombed  to  save  them from Communism could  offer

3



some powerful testimonies on this point. During Lent,

we repent of our arrogant assumption of the cloak of

righteousness which is God’s alone. 

The second of the horsemen is the myth we tell our-

selves  of  our  innate  wisdom.  We  think  we’re  a  lot

brighter than we really are. We focus on the tiny pud-

dles we like to paddle around in and completely close

our eyes to the enormous oceans of which we are un-

aware.  No  one  knows  what  he  does  not  know.  That

seems pretty clear. If I don’t know something, how am I

to be aware of it? My son came to me one day and an-

nounced that we needed to have a swimming pool.  I

told  him  I  was  a  poor  college  student  and  that  we

couldn’t afford a swimming pool. He replied that swim-

ming pools don’t cost any money – you just dig a hole

and paint it blue! John knew nothing about construction

of a  swimming pool  and was completely  unaware of
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what he did not know so building a pool according to

his understanding would be a very simple undertaking. 

Example: Here’s what I know about economics: it

has something to do with money. The rest of it, the the-

ories of economics, how you win a Nobel prize in eco-

nomics, what makes money move around? I know from

nothing.  Does that  appalling ignorance stop me from

holding forth on what the government needs to do to

about its money problems? Certainly not! I’ll hold forth

as long as you want to listen on what we need to do to

get the government’s books in order, or I would do if I

wasn’t aware that all I know about economics is that it

has something to do with money. The beginning of wis-

dom is  in  confessing  your  own limitations.  Embrace

your personal dumb, church! It will grant you humility,

and it  is  from humility  that  wisdom springs.  Only  a

hopeless fool remains willingly ignorant of his own ig-
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norance,  yet  we  stubbornly  involve  ourselves  in  vast

projects begun with only a half vast understanding of

what we’re getting into. Afghanistan should show us the

terrible cost in blood, sweat and tears to undo what we

thought was going to be simple!

The  third  horseman  is  our  insistence  that  God  is

good because He approves of the things we think are

good.  In the  19th Century,  Biblical  quotes were com-

monly employed in defense of slavery. “It’s not wrong

to  own human beings!”  the  voices  cried.  “The Bible

goes on about it all the time!” In the same way, Biblical

quotes are now being used to justify treating gay people

badly. We need to repent of the notion that God’s busi-

ness is to support us in our delusions.

The  fourth  horseman  is  the  notion  that  God  is  a

thing in the way my beloved Honda Civic Hybrid is a

thing. We all grew up with the wonderful old hymn, “In
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the Garden”, from which we learn that God’s first name

is “Andy” (“And He walks with me and He talks with

me.”). Thinking of God as if God were a person named

Andy, limited in time and place,  leads us to imagine

that if God is with us who can be against us? God can’t

be with our brother who opposes us if He is with us. We

call dibs on God. Where did we find this error in the

Bible? The answer of course is that we didn’t. When the

writers of the Scriptures attempt to speak of God they

are reduced to metaphor and simile.

From Exodus:

Then Moses went up on the mountain, and 
the cloud covered the mountain. The glory of
the LORD settled on Mount Sinai, and the 
cloud covered it for six days; on the seventh 
day he called to Moses out of the cloud. Now 
the appearance of the glory of the LORD 
was like a devouring fire on the top of the 
mountain in the sight of the people of Israel. 
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Moses entered the cloud, and went up on the 
mountain. Moses was on the mountain for 
forty days and forty nights.

From Matthew:

While he was still speaking, suddenly a 
bright cloud overshadowed them, and from 
the cloud a voice said, “This is my Son, the 
Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen 
to him!” When the disciples heard this, they 
fell to the ground and were overcome by 
fear. But Jesus came and touched them, say-
ing, “Get up and do not be afraid.” And 
when they looked up, they saw no one except
Jesus himself alone.

 God’s presence is a bright cloud inducing fear. The

appearance of the glory of the LORD is like a devouring

fire on the top of the mountain. There’s nothing here

about  Andy  walking  with  me or  talking  with  me.  In

place of that, there is a sense of awe, an acknowledg-

ment that God is too subtle for language for we live in a

numinous  world,  a  world  surpassing  our  comprehen-
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sion. 

Religion begins with an appreciation of this wonder,

that the world we perceive is not the whole of it. There

is ineffable mystery in the very existence of our world,

so improbable a thing as it is. The world’s mystery is ei-

ther chaos without value of any kind, or is replete with

an  infinite  significance  beyond  the  reach  of  finite

minds; in other words, it is either absolutely meaning-

less or absolutely meaningful, either too inferior or too

superior to be an object of human comprehension.1 Peo-

ple  of  faith  insist  it  is  absolutely  meaningful,  and  at

Lent we confess:
8For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nei-
ther are your ways my ways, saith the LORD.
9For as the heavens are higher than the 
earth, so are my ways higher than your 
ways, and my thoughts than your thoughts.2

1 Man Is Not Alone: A Philosophy of Religion (Abraham Joshua Heschel)
2 Isaiah 55:8-9 Authorized Version (KJV)
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The lyrics of “In the Garden” comfort us because

they emphasize God’s love and concern for us but they

also can lead us down a dangerous path into thinking of

God as an object within His creation. The task of the

believer is to accept the comfort without claiming God

as your own.

I would suggest that confessing these four horsemen

for the myths they are is  a good place to begin your

Lenten exercises.

1.You are not as righteous as you think you are,
2.You are not as smart as you think you are, 
3.God’s job is not to bless your delusions, and 
4.God is  not  a  person limited  in  time  and space

such that if  God is  with you, He can’t  be with
your brother.

C.S. Lewis reminded us that Christianity tells peo-

ple to repent and promises them forgiveness. It there-

fore has nothing to say to people who do not know they
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have done anything to repent of and who do not feel

that they need any forgiveness. Unless we find the hu-

mility to face our limitations, repent of our love affair

with our own ideas, and approach God for forgiveness,

our proclaimed Christianity will have nothing to say to

us, either. 

I would, this year, hope that you will reject the four

horsemen. I would hope that you would confess to your

Father that you have failed Him by imagining that you

are more righteous than you are, that you are smarter

than you are, that God’s business is to agree with your

moral judgments, that you can have exclusive posses-

sion of God. From such a confession and cleansing of

your thoughts can come the germ of relationship with

God, and that is the good news. You are an intentional

creation of God, who knew you from before you were

in the womb, who has great plans for you, to do you
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good and not evil. You are God’s child with a calling

and a task that you can get to only after you have re-

pented of your wrong turnings, and confessed. Only af-

ter that can you begin to pursue God’s task for you, and

in that is the greatest happiness.

AMEN

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Revised Standard Version Bible, copy-
right 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA, and used 
by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.
Sermon Copyright © 2014 J. Stewart Schneider
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